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Abstract 
A case has been made for engaging the public in scientific research as co-producers of knowledge. These arguments challenge 
elite models of policy research and suggest the need for an ambitious expansion of more inclusive scientific public policy 
research. Enabling the public to be meaningfully involved in complex policy research remains a challenge. This paper explores 
a range of attempts to involving the public in public policy research. It uses a binary framing to typify some key debates and 
differences in approaches between community-based participatory research, and citizen science. Approaches to community-
based participatory research in the social sciences offer a set of engagement principles which are an alternative to an elite 
model of policy research. Citizen science offers a focus on the use of scientific methods by lay people, but this approach is 
currently under-utilized in public policy research and could be expanded. How could the strengths of each be more fully inte-
grated and harnessed? A case study of community policy research is presented, in which an attempt was made to use a more 
fully integrated approach in a local policy context, identifying the potential and challenges. Based on a framework of three 
features of democratic and scientific policy research, it argues that more public participation in public policy research would 
be helped by more attention to the strengths of the democratic potential emphasised by participatory community-based 
research, alongside the potential of scientific robustness emphasised by citizen science. One conclusion drawn is that a pro-
fessional and scientific orientation to public policy research can be retained without necessarily being professionally dominat-
ed. Research methods and skills are tools to which more people outside the profession could have access, if academics 
facilitate the process of democratization of policy research. 
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1. The Challenges of Democratizing Policy Science 
As a society we face a number of public policy chal-
lenges, from citizens’ increasing expectations of gov-
ernment and public services at a time of pressure on 
public spending, to major crises of urban and environ-
mental sustainability. Multiple new uncertainties in 
public life and the pluralisation of spaces for political 
dialogue and protest suggest the need for new partici-
patory approaches to policy challenges. Internationally, 
there are signs of growing support for research pro-
jects across the natural and social sciences which in-
volve citizens in some way.1 Public participation in 
                                                        
1 Thousands of universities across America are committed up 
to improve their practice of civic engagement and engaged 
scholarship, for example through the Campus Compact Initia-
tive, and Community-Campus Partnerships for Health. The UK 
has a National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement 
which promotes Beacons of engagement practice, and policy 
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policy research and analysis is part of a ‘more open and 
democratic process of knowledge production’ (Brock & 
McGee, 2002, p. 8). There is now a growing body of 
work which argues for a wider role for various publics 
in scientific research as co-producers of knowledge 
(Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007; Armstrong & Alsop, 
2010; Martin, 2010). 
A pressing case has been made for the democrati-
zation of the policy sciences (DeLeon, 1994). One irony 
of political science research on citizen participation in 
the production of public goods is just how little partici-
pation there is in that research. This is a long-standing 
dilemma of the ‘paradox’ of sciences which ‘owe their 
origins to practice’ but which rarely produces knowledge 
enhance that practice (Dunn, 1996, p. 255). Under-
standing the evidence-policy gap as not a problem of 
knowledge transfer, but of knowledge production, 
offers a route to engaged scholarship (Boyer, 1996; van 
de Ven, 2007). This builds on a longer tradition of en-
gaged scholarship, following Lasswell, to overcome 
disconnection between analysis and politics (Bennett & 
Roberts, 2004; Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985; Kolb, 
1984; Robb, 2002; Schön, 1983). Yet, policy research 
and analysis by both professional and academic elites 
continues to be dominated by what Wagenaar de-
scribes as a ‘high-handed, technocratic style of policy 
making […] in which the citizens […] are […] disenfran-
chised from the governance of their own environment’ 
(Wagenaar, 2007, p. 22). How to enable the public to 
be meaningfully involved in research which contributes 
to complex policy discussions remains a serious chal-
lenge. Who should policy-makers listen to—policy 
scientists with robust evidence, or citizens’ grassroots 
insights? How could an ambitious expansion of more 
inclusive and high quality scientific public policy re-
search be achieved?  
The normative case for making our own discipline 
more exemplary of the democratic values it often ad-
vocates is seen here as relatively unobjectionable. How 
this actually works is a more complex challenge. This 
article explores a range of attempts to involving the 
public in public policy research. It focuses on ap-
proaches which typify some of the debates and key 
differences: community-based participatory research; 
                                                                                       
and community engagement is one of the metrics for grading 
of universities, which also affect funding allocations. Participa-
tory research approaches, such as Participatory Action Re-
search (PAR) developed originally in the global south are also 
migrating to marginalized communities in the global north 
through community-based participatory research projects 
across the UK, US and Europe, with examples such as the De-
troit Community-Academic Urban Research Centre based in 
University of Michigan School of Public Health. Numerous 
networks exist such as the Global Alliance for Community-
Engaged Research, Living Knowledge (an international network 
of ‘Science Shops’), and other country-based groupings. 
and citizen science. It uses this binary framing to argue 
that the many positive moves towards democratization 
of research and policy knowledge are hampered by 
divides within the scientific community on approaches 
to public participation. Approaches to community-
based participatory research in the social sciences offer 
a set of engagement principles which are an alternative 
to an elite model of policy research. Citizen science 
offers a focus on the use of scientific methods by lay 
people, but this approach is currently under-utilized in 
public policy research and could be expanded. How 
could the strengths of each be more fully integrated 
and harnessed? 
A case study of community policy research is pre-
sented, in which an attempt was made to use a more 
fully integrated approach in a local policy context, iden-
tifying the potential and challenges. Based on a frame-
work of three features of democratic and scientific 
policy research, one conclusion is that more public 
participation in public policy research would be helped 
by more attention to the strengths of the democratic 
potential emphasised by participatory community-
based research, alongside the strengths of the scientific 
method emphasised by citizen science.  
2. Strengths and Challenges in Community-Based 
Participatory Research (CBPR) 
Some of the key strengths of CBPR are that it has cre-
ated platforms for more democratic research process-
es, by opening up spaces for the public to participate.2 
In these ways, CBPR contributes to democratization of 
research and overcoming an elite-dominated model. 
CBPR offers a radical critique of more traditional and 
non-participatory research, as well putting forward 
positive alternatives for researchers who wish to work in 
ways which do not compromise their values. These core 
strengths have seen participatory approaches gain inter-
national popularity and become widely used in a range of 
social science disciplines, including health and social 
policy, cultural history, anthropology, and sociology. 
CBPR is defined by some writers in non-schematic 
way, and is based instead on a set of principles and 
values (Minkler, 2004), underpinned by a principle that 
research is a relationship between equals. Others set 
                                                        
2 Notions of what constitutes the public, communities, citizens, 
non-professionals, lay people etc, are extremely complex. One 
issue is who has the power to define these concepts. Even 
setting firm boundaries between scientists or researchers, and 
the public or communities, is a troublesome proposal, which 
neglect the porosity of boundaries. For example, some individ-
uals span boundaries between worlds or roles, such as ‘aca-
demic-activists’ or ‘pracademics’. For simplicity’s sake, the use 
of the term public here broadly includes people or groups of 
people who are primarily based outside recognised academic 
institutions. 
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out a continuum of degrees of community power and 
control over research, from data collection at the low-
est end, to identifying research questions at the higher 
end (Goodson & Phillimore, 2012). CBPR is considered 
to be participatory and empowering of participants. 
Explicit articulations of the locations of power in re-
search are offered (cf. Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995) propos-
ing a: ‘deconstruction of power and the democratization 
of knowledge such that the experiential knowledge of 
community members is valued and knowledge that 
previously was the purview of scholars is accessible 
physically and intellectually to community participants’ 
(Minkler, 2004, p. 686). CBPR challenges the notion 
that academic research is ‘the exclusive domain of 
objective scientists’ (Goodson & Phillimore, 2012, p. 8), 
and so create scope for lay people to be more equal 
participants in research. In Lindblom and Cohen’s 
(1979) attack on the dominance of professional social 
inquiry they pose ordinary knowledge, ‘common sense, 
casual empiricism or thoughtful speculation and analy-
sis’ (p. 12) as an alternative. 
2.1. Challenges for CBPR Approaches in Policy Research 
CBPR poses critical and much needed questions about 
inequalities in power and relationships in knowledge 
production. It is reassuringly consistent to see academ-
ic colleagues exemplify the participatory and demo-
cratic values promoted by political science in the 
discipline’s own work. However, some leading writers 
associated with this set of approaches take this logic 
one step further. They come close to relinquishing a 
belief in the highest standards of scientific evidence. 
For example, reclaiming of citizens’ and scientists ‘cul-
tural rationality’, where lay people’s cognition is based 
on ‘personal and familiar experiences’, in the face of 
scientists misplaced belief in their own technical ra-
tionality and ‘faith in empirical evidence and the scien-
tific method’ (Fischer, 2005, p. 55). Despite claims by 
some in this camp to be pro-knowledge rather than 
anti-science (Cozzens & Woodhouse, 1995), the con-
cept of cultural- over technical rationality comes dan-
gerously close to a rejection of science per se. This 
creates a particular issue for policy-orientated re-
search, where controversial, high-risk, and politically-
driven public policy debates demand the ability to 
make bold claims about knowledge and/or evidence. 
What suffers in some CBPR approaches is the ability to 
gain purchase on mainstream public policy audiences 
because of the failure to overcome the limits of ap-
proximate knowledge. Policy research gains from the 
enhanced democratic potential in CBPR, but arguably 
can lose traction from the ambivalence around the 
‘scientific method’. 
This challenge to and for CBPR comes with many 
qualifications. There are many nuanced variations 
within CBPR approaches. Research and researchers 
adhere more or less to a broad set of underlying prin-
ciples. It could best be described as an ‘idiom with 
breadth and elasticity’ (Jasanoff, 2004, p. 6). The chal-
lenges set out here are clearly not all equally applicable 
to all pieces of research that would loosely style them-
selves as somewhere along the CBPR continuum. How-
ever, it is possible to see some common threads. One 
thread is about the relative absence of certain research 
methods. The literature emphasises the need for appro-
priate scholarship to transform what, would otherwise 
be engagement into engaged scholarship (Commission 
on Community-Engaged Scholarship in the Health Pro-
fessions, 2005). An argument has been made that CBPR 
‘is not a method per se but an orientation to research 
that may employ any of a number of qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies’ (Minkler, 2004, p. 685, 
emphasis added). However, examples of the ‘variety of 
approaches to research’ are ‘collaborative inquiry, 
participatory action research (PAR), feminist participa-
tory research, and action research’. What are missing 
in this list are some key methods for policy research, 
particularly field experimental research.3 For research 
which speaks directly to the concerns of public policy-
makers, a cogent argument has been made elsewhere 
that methods could and should include experimental 
designs.4 Where there have been exceptions, and ex-
periments have been used, there remain doubts about 
the legitimacy and ethical position of these methods. 
For example, innovative work on participatory forms of 
randomized controlled trials (RCTs) (Katz, Murimi, Gon-
zalez, Njike, & Green, 2011), have been critiqued as 
placing CBPR in a subservient and instrumental position 
to the RCT (Trickett, 2011). 
It could be a relatively simple matter to broaden 
out the range of research designs and methods used 
within participatory research to guarantee appropriate 
scholarship and reliable knowledge for policy use. 
However, for some advocates of CBPR, their challenges 
to conventional notions of ‘robust science’ go deeper 
than debates about choice of research design. Some 
participatory approaches are based on a fundamental 
rejection of ‘positivism’. This is a deep thread that can 
be found in the work of leading writers who are associ-
ated with CBPR, or who are cited by those who pro-
mote CBPR. These authors included such distinguished 
academics as John Dryzek, Frank Fischer, Andrew Van 
de Ven, Peter deLeon, Donald Schön. Indeed, DeLeon 
(1994), Dryzek (1990), Fischer (1993) and others blame 
the positivist turn for a tyrannical and anti-democratic 
stance in policy science. Policy science, they argue, has 
concentrated on elite-dominated policy processes, and 
is itself a powerful elite. Arguments have been made 
against the ‘relics of positivism and logical empiricism’ 
                                                        
3 For a discussion of experimental methods, see Green (2013). 
4 For example, see discussion in John et al. (2011). 
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(Kenworthy-U’ren, 2005, p. 361), ‘the residual of scien-
tism and positivism in citizen science’ (Mueller, Tippins, 
& Bryan, 2012, p. 3), and of romanticised notions of 
scientism (Weinstein, 2012, p. 1). CBPR is said by some 
to have a strong association with ideas of interpretive 
social science (Jasanoff, 2004, p. 4). The idiom is 
grounded in a critical realist philosophy of science (van 
de Ven, 2007), where a lack of epistemological legiti-
macy is seen as being derived from knowledge which is 
isolated from social practices and public participation 
(Schön, 1995), and knowledge based on positivism.  
2.2. Challenges for CBPR in Democratizing Research 
There is another issue with the democratizing po-
tential of CBPR. Community research is premised on 
the ideas of culturally situated or local knowledge, and 
experiential or lived expertise. CBPR is said to improve 
‘the quality and validity of research by engaging local 
knowledge and local theory based on the experience of 
people involved’ (Commission on Community-Engaged 
Scholarship in the Health Professions, 2005, p. 12). 
Community researchers are seen as having a privileged 
claim to accessing, generating and interpreting data. In 
doing this, what frequently results is that community 
researchers act instead as respondents. There are 
many examples in practice of positioning of community 
researchers as both researchers and respondents, e.g. 
see Institute for Community Research (2007). 
Conflation of researcher and respondent roles, and 
privileged claims for data access, collection and inter-
pretation may paradoxically lead us away from the 
democratizing impulses of CBPR. At the very least, 
several troubling issues and dilemmas are raised by this 
conflation and privileging. Tensions are made explicit in 
one project which integrated secondary analysis of 
national quantitative datasets with new primary in-
depth qualitative data on the links between long-term 
ill health and poverty. Some of the qualitative data was 
produced in collaboration with community researchers. 
An official report on the research (Salway, Platt, Chowbey, 
Harriss, & Bayliss, 2007) did not cover methodological 
challenges of working with community researchers, 
and the authors outside the main report say that the 
underlying challenges are ‘rarely discussed’ (Ismail, 
Salway, & Chowbey, 2011a). In presentations about the 
research process, the project academics identified 
tensions between community researchers’ roles as 
respondents or researchers as a key complexity and 
challenge (Salway, Harriss, & Chowbey, 2006). They 
pointed to overlaps in roles for the participants as 
community researchers, community members, and 
also community leaders or advocates, resulting in the 
‘underlying challenges’ of the participant lacking ‘de-
tachment from personal views’ and having ‘difficulties 
‘stepping back’ and being reflexive’. Lines between the 
researcher and respondents were ‘blurr[ed]’ by ‘a de-
sire to speak on behalf of their community’, and there 
was ‘a tendency to essentialise their own communities 
and exaggerate the differences between themselves 
and other ‘groups’ (Ismail, Salway, Chowbey, 2011b). 
These would seem to be serious risks to the research 
process, and even challenge the validity of the data 
collected, analysed and presented. In a pure academic 
context, a review which presented these challenges to 
the objectivity of the research would be rather dam-
ming. Full democratization should have the same 
standards, for example on data quality and analysis, for 
research done by professionals and research undertak-
en by communities and citizens. If there are dual stand-
ards, one possible consequence is the risk of reinforcing 
rather than overcoming outside/professional and insid-
er/non-professional divides. Therefore, where commu-
nity researchers’ roles lie between researchers and 
respondents, there is a danger that they may not be 
fully empowered as researchers, and recognised as 
scientists.  
CBPR sees community researchers’ memberships of 
respondent groups, and insider status as enhancing 
research access and the ability to elicit data, (Cornwall 
& Jewkes, 1995, p. 14), premised on the idea that the 
relationship between outsider professional researchers 
and respondents is ‘all too often characterise[d]’ by 
‘mistrust and unfamiliarity’ (O’Brien, 2011). Communi-
ty partners are guarantors of the ‘trustworthyness’ of 
the professional researchers (Institute for Community 
Research, 2007, p. 44). Where snowball sampling via 
community members’ networks was used in one pro-
ject, it was felt to result in ‘the research team […] ac-
quir[ing] rich information that would be more difficult, 
if not impossible, with only outside researchers’ (p. 60). 
One question these claims raise is whether participants 
might be disempowered rather than empowered by a 
reliance on their group membership or status to elicit 
valid responses on sensitive subjects rather than being 
given access to different research methods specifically 
designed for this purpose? However, another serious 
challenge is whether claims of privileged access result 
in better quality research. There have been very few 
studies which test these ideas empirically. One study 
used secondary analysis of sample disposition data 
from two area probability surveys of the same commu-
nity areas, one involving community interviewers in a 
fully collegial CBPR study and the other using profes-
sional interviewers. Its findings were that there were 
higher cooperation and lower refusal rates for the 
CBPR study than data collected by professional inter-
viewers, but that the sample produced by CBPR inter-
viewers overrepresented certain population groups 
(Rucinski et al., 2011).  
In citizen science, one does not necessarily need to 
be a bee, or a beekeeper, to be a member of the re-
search team. Data collection and analysis protocols are 
based on scientific research methods, albeit methods 
that are backed and protected by the monopoly power 
of the academy. Citizens are amateur scientists rather 
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than respondents. What additional strengths are of-
fered to policy research by a citizen science approach? 
3. Strengths and Challenges in Citizen Science in Public 
Policy Research 
Citizen science, as the term is used here,5 and is often 
popularly used, describes one set of approaches within 
Public Participation in Scientific Research (PPSR).6 Citi-
zen science has typically had the benefits of operating 
on a large-scale with mass citizen involvement in re-
search, using an empirical and scientific approach to 
research. Internationally there are now large-scale 
citizen science projects ranging from involvement in 
astronomy to ornithology, biochemistry, astronomy, 
and mathematics. Citizen scientists across STEM sub-
jects are featured as US Government ‘Champions of 
Change’. Citizen science has been dominated by natu-
ral science—counting shellfish, bees, water quality, 
acid rain, birds, weather patterns, stars and planets. 
Some attributes of research projects ‘ideally suited to 
citizen science’ are: ‘data collection is labor intensive; 
quantitative measurements/observations are needed; 
protocols are well designed and easy to learn and exe-
cute; large data sets are needed’ (Gommerman & 
Monroe, 2012, p. 2). Given this, it is understandable 
that much of citizen science is with non-human sub-
jects, and non-qualitative work, working outside a 
policy context or without direct policy engagement.  
The scientific methods used in citizen science have 
much to offer social science disciplines, but have so far 
been under-utilized in political science and public poli-
cy research. Many of the natural science citizen science 
                                                        
5 It is important to note that the term citizen science has been 
used differently elsewhere. This includes the work of Alan Irwin, 
e.g. his 1995 book called ‘Citizen Science’ (Oxon, Routledge), 
which associates the term with both science which focuses on 
the concerns of citizens, as well as citizens’ contextual knowl-
edges generated outside formal scientific institutions. 
6 Citizen science is used here to refer to projects that would be 
categorised as contributory projects under one typology of 
PPSR (Cohn, 2008),which suggests three models: ‘Contributory 
projects, which are generally designed by scientists and for 
which members of the public primarily contribute data; Collab-
orative projects, which are generally designed by scientists and 
for which members of the public contribute data but also may 
help to refine project design, analyze data, or disseminate 
findings; and Co-created projects, which are designed by scien-
tists and members of the public working together and for 
which at least some of the public participants are actively 
involved in most or all steps of the scientific process.’ (p. 11). 
Other adaptations of this schema add research by professional 
researchers which is commissioned by communities (termed 
contractual projects), and, collegial projects where research is 
conducted by non-credentialed individuals outside of the 
academy which may or may not be recognised by ‘institutional-
ized science’ (Shirk et al., 2012). 
projects, particularly earth sciences and environmental 
studies, are directly relevant to public policy. For ex-
ample, in the field of environmental governance, there 
are surveys of wildlife conducted by citizens, including 
one long-standing annual survey of birds in the United 
States called the Audubon Christmas Bird Count. Or-
ganisers of the Bird Count argue on their website that 
their work has contributed to ‘the implementation of 
policies that safeguard birds, other wildlife and the 
resources that sustain us all’, including ‘innovative 
policies that balance habitat protection with green 
energy development on millions of acres (National 
Audubon Society, n.d.). But for many academics that 
identify themselves as political scientists or policy ana-
lysts, citizen science has yet to make the same impact 
in these disciplines as in the natural sciences. We see 
very few citizen science projects with human subjects 
in the social sciences.  
3.1. What Citizen Science Could Learn from CBPR 
However, there remains a key problem with citizen 
science; it fails to provide a sufficiently empowering 
process for the citizen participants. Partly, this is be-
cause the field has been dominated by what has been 
called here citizen science, and also known as contribu-
tory PPSR projects, where citizens are not fully involved 
in all aspects of the research process, and where pro-
fessionals or academics retain overall control. Not all 
PPSR projects are in the contributory category, and 
many excellent examples can be found of PPSR re-
search projects towards the ‘collaborative’ and ‘co-
created’ end of the citizen science spectrum (Bonney at 
al., 2009, p. 18). However, some evidence suggests co-
created  cases are more exceptional than widespread 
in PPSR work: ‘Most projects labelled citizen science 
fall into the ‘contributory project’ model of ‘research-
er-driven data-collection projects’, where scientists ask 
the question, determine the protocols, do the analysis, 
and members of the public collect relevant data (Bon-
ney at al., 2009, p. 18). Some have challenged main-
stream citizen science because of the lack of full citizen 
participation in setting research question, developing 
research designs and methods, analysing data or being 
credited in publications (Mueller et al., 2012, p. 3). 
Many in citizen science are mostly transparent about 
the roles of volunteers as ‘field assistants in scientific 
studies’, who ‘typically, […] do not analyze data or 
write scientific papers’ (Cohn, 2008, p. 193). It is ar-
gued that many undertake the work unpaid as an eve-
ryday volunteering activity (Cohn, 2008). Citizens may 
choose to participate in the collection of data for scien-
tists as a civic act, which in itself is part of the wider 
goal of strengthening democracy through civic partici-
pation. Many forms of volunteering are still welcome 
even if volunteers do not participate in organisational 
governance. However, an empowering approach to 
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policy research, as highlighted by CBPR, suggests the 
involvement of citizen scientists across all stages of the 
research process, and more equal relationships be-
tween citizen scientists and professional researchers. 
Going beyond this, there are some more funda-
mental barriers to promoting more collaborative and 
co-created PPSR projects. CBPR argues for a decon-
struction of power in the research process. A commit-
ment to equality in relationships between citizens or 
community researchers and professional scientists is 
seen as crucial. However, framings for PPSR approach-
es retain power and control over ‘science’ for profes-
sional scientists, and within academic institutions; all 
the hallmarks of an academic elite-dominated model 
are implied by the PPSR schema. For example, the 
insistence on tight delineations between members 
within the academic profession and those outside it, 
and the monopoly role of the institution in scientific 
investigations (Bonney at al., 2009, p. 11). Where re-
search is conducted by non-credentialed individuals 
outside of the academy, this may or may not be recog-
nised by institutionalized science (Shirk et al., 2012). 
PPSR fails to overcoming the institutional separation of 
‘a select group of expert knowers’ from ‘the lay public’ 
in a more democratic approach to the production of 
knowledge (Barker, 2004, p. 125). The role of scientist 
is assumed to be inhabited by a delineated set of pro-
fessionals, leaving less space for community partici-
pants to play meaningful roles in research. If the tools 
of science are to be fully democratized, then the idea 
of science as the sole province of the professional sci-
entist needs to be questioned. 
3.2. A Framework for Integrating Strengths from CBPR 
and Citizen Science Approaches to Research 
How could we use the potential for expansion of public 
participation suggested by citizen science, maintaining 
a scientific approach, together with the democratic 
principles suggested by participatory research, while 
applying them to research with human subjects on pub-
lic policy topics? Looking again at what the literatures 
and approaches might imply, there are several features 
which have the potential to more deeply integrate the 
strengths of both sets of approaches for policy research.  
First, a commitment to the values and principles of 
empowerment and participation, and equality in rela-
tionships between academics and non-professional 
researchers, including full co-design at all stages of the 
research process. Secondly, to do this while also main-
taining the primacy of the ‘scientific method’ over the 
identity or background of the researcher, and the sepa-
ration of the community researcher and respondent 
roles. This requires efforts not to displace one form of 
knowledge and expertise with another, integrating 
lived expertise as a form of data in the method, rather 
than personal experience substituting for the method. 
Thirdly, the implementation of these features in public 
policy research, with human subjects, and a direct 
policy orientation. 
We now turn to a case study of a research project 
to develop public policy in an English local government. 
This project attempted to incorporate participatory 
principles, while maintaining a separation of research-
ers and respondents and privileging research methods 
above the identity of the researchers.  
4. Case Study of an Attempt to Use a more Integrated 
Approach 
The author was the team leader for research to devel-
op healthcare strategy and interventions in a local 
government area in the North West of England. A local 
public sector partnership commissioned the work, 
which was paid for by the local statutory public health 
body. It was a small project with a budget for the re-
search of £5,000 which paid for the academic input, 
which was supplemented by help-in-kind such as staff 
time from five local government workers, venue costs 
for team meetings and materials. The project worked 
with a team of seven community researchers to under-
take the work. Efforts were made to put co-design into 
practice at all stages of the research process for the 
case study community research project, subsequent to 
the brief for the work. The community research project 
was a primarily qualitative study of public perceptions 
on alcohol misuse to inform the development of policy. 
It is used here as a revelatory case study of an attempt 
to use a more fully integrated approach. 
4.1. Methodology 
The methodology for the community research itself is 
described below as part of the description of the case 
study. The methodology for the case study was an 
analysis of documentary material from the research 
project, including: official documents such as the brief 
and specification for the project; research team train-
ing meeting materials, such as research skills infor-
mation sheets and facilitator programmes for meetings; 
minutes of research team meetings and other meetings 
throughout the project; copies of private correspond-
ence between team members, and between team 
members and the commissioners. Minutes of the re-
search team meetings were operational documents 
produced by different members of the team, not in-
cluding the author, to record discussions, decisions and 
action points. These documents also included append-
ed verbatim notes of discussions, and observational 
data recorded by the author. Documentary analysis 
was then done against the three features of a more 
fully integrated approach to public engagement in 
policy science: commitment to empowerment princi-
ples; primacy of the method and separation of re-
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spondent and researcher roles; and direct policy orien-
tation. The use of the community research project as a 
case study was conducted solely by the author, and 
had no participatory element. 
The next sections present a summary descriptive 
account of the case study research project, before 
turning to an exploration of how the project attempted 
to implement a participatory, empowering yet scien-
tific piece of policy-focused research.  
4.2. Case Study Description 
The overall aim of tackling alcohol harm research was 
to develop feasible and concrete proposals for public, 
voluntary and community sector services on the devel-
opment of behavioural change techniques to address 
harm from alcohol misuse. The research was intended 
to gather detailed and qualitative public perception 
data to supplement existing local datasets, which cov-
ered administrative data such as numbers of alcohol-
related hospital admissions. The local public sector 
partnership which commissioned the work used exist-
ing statistics to identify a geographical area of around 
2,000 households in a disadvantaged neighbourhood 
that experienced higher than average levels of severe 
alcohol-related problems. Open advertising was used 
to recruit community members from the neighbour-
hood to be volunteer community researchers. The 
research team was made up of the community re-
searchers, an academic (the author) and local govern-
ment workers. A purposive sample of groups at risk of 
experiencing harm from alcohol was identified by the 
research team, based on health data and known risk 
factors. Qualitative data was gathered by the team in 
four ways. First, vox pop interviews, which are short 
qualitative ‘mini-interviews’, often conducted on the 
street. Seventy four vox pop interviews were complet-
ed across seven public locations. The vox pop inter-
views were used to recruit a smaller sample for in-
depth qualitative interviews. A total of eleven in-depth 
interviews were completed. The third method was self-
completion postcards which were handed out in specif-
ic residential locations at different times and days of 
the week, with ‘drop boxes’ placed nearby for com-
pleted responses. A total of eighty-five completed 
postcards were collected. Finally, the fourth method 
was two focus groups, one with five younger people, 
and the other with parents of young children. After 
collation, a sample of the data was blind coded, the 
codes reconciled to create the coding framework, lead-
ing to a thematic analysis of the data. A draft of the 
emerging findings was tested in a practitioner work-
shop. An amended final report was presented by the 
research team to the partnership which had commis-
sioned the research, which was also the decision-making 
body for the local alcohol harm reduction strategy.  
4.3. Analysis of the Case Study for Public Engagement 
in Public Policy Research 
In itself, the research project is relatively unremarka-
ble, although it did yield some powerful insights into 
low-income residents’ perceptions about a personal 
and sensitive issue. What is more noteworthy are the 
attempts made to address some of the issues identified 
earlier in the debates between citizen science and 
community-based participatory research. Using the 
framework identified earlier, we now explore the pro-
ject in terms of the implementation of three features 
of democratic and engaged public policy research. 
4.3.1. Empowerment, Equality of Relationships and Co-
Design of Research 
The community researchers were members of marginal-
ized groups which were typically absent from traditional 
policy consultation exercises in the neighbourhood. The 
individuals had chosen to take part in the project on a 
voluntary basis. Recruitment advertisements were 
circulated to a range of local citizen organisations, 
public forums, and in public locations. In the recruit-
ment material, a basic volunteer role description was 
outlined. People who expressed an interest were then 
invited to a taster session, which was used to engage 
participants in the substantive content of the research, 
and discuss possible sampling approaches. Of the 
twenty citizens who attended the taster sessions, 12 
then signed up for the project, of whom seven then 
participated to completion. Five of the community 
researchers had never been involved in any research-
related activity previously; two had done some rele-
vant work in adult education courses but not a primary 
research project, research design or conducting field-
work. At least three had personal experience of alcohol 
harm and/or poor mental health. At least two of the 
team had problems with basic skills (functional literacy 
and numeracy). All were from the study neighbour-
hood. Each member of the core community researcher 
team was supported by a local government worker 
(five support workers in total) who were also part of 
the research team. 
A commitment to the values of empowerment was 
also demonstrated through the provision of qualifica-
tions. Six of the seven community researchers com-
pleted a qualification in research skills which was 
awarded through a quality-assured accreditation sys-
tem for informal or community-based education that 
exists in the UK.7 Five of the local government workers 
who were part of the research team gained assessor 
status for community-based qualifications. Some of the 
                                                        
7 The accrediting body is called the National Open College 
Network. 
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team also gave a presentation to undergraduate stu-
dents at the University as part of students’ research 
skills training as a form of reverse service learning. 
Equality in relationships was facilitated in two key 
ways: the creation of a standard research team; and 
attempts at co-design at all stages of the research pro-
cess subsequent to the initial specification by the cli-
ent. All participants were full members of the research 
team, with the academic as research team leader as 
would be usual in a research project with a lead Project 
Investigator. However, the other team members had 
co-investigator status, rather than being the equivalent 
of research assistants. Six research team training meet-
ings were used to provide basic training on research 
skills, and to design or complete each stage of the re-
search as a group. Efforts were made to put co-design 
into practice in all stages of the research project. Co-
design or co-production was used to: design the re-
search and agree research methods; select the sample; 
draw up detailed research questions; select suitable 
study sites and access to respondents; create and 
adapt the research instruments; complete the field-
work; develop the coding framework and analyse the 
data; prepare the findings, recommendations and 
presentations to the policy-makers. All members of the 
team conducted fieldwork. Some co-design was 
achieved using simple but generic techniques. For ex-
ample the specific research questions were the result 
of an individual brainstorming exercise, and team dis-
cussion. Research skills training and other facilitation 
was also provided to help make more technically chal-
lenging aspects of the co-design a genuine and mean-
ingful process for inexperienced community researchers 
and local government workers. For example, to intro-
duce the concepts of coding and thematic analysis, a 
session involved the group interpreting and coding 
lyrics from popular music songs about alcohol harm. 
Following this introduction, all members of the re-
search team worked in pairs to blind code a sample of 
the data across all four research methods.8 The coding 
framework was then created by reconciling the six sets 
of codes as a group in one of the team meetings using 
a simple chart. During a team meeting, the team then 
spilt into smaller groups to include members with more 
or less advanced literacy skills. Each group fully coded a 
section of the data. The coded data was used to create 
a thematic analysis. Participatory research has less 
commonly achieved full co-design in the initial and 
latter stages of research, including analysis and writing 
up (Beebeejaun, Durose, Rees, Richardson, & Richard-
son, 2013). ‘Song lyrics’ training meant that the coding 
framework and coding of data leading to the analysis 
                                                        
8 Some pairs were made up of two community researchers; 
others were one community researcher and one local govern-
ment worker; one team was two local government workers. 
was a genuinely collective effort. However, the project 
team leader (i.e. the academic) took the majority of 
responsibility for writing up the analysis done by the 
team. Divisions of labour for writing up research are 
complex on any project, and this may or may not rep-
resent a power inequality for the case study. However, 
it is the case that this gap was not adequately ad-
dressed in the case study. Although, the drafts were 
subsequently checked verbally with the team, and 
circulated for written comments. Amendments for the 
final report were agreed verbally by the whole team 
after the feedback from the workshop. Verbal presen-
tations on the findings were given by community 
members of the research team. 
The basic specifications for the project were not co-
designed with citizens. Pre-project contract negotia-
tions between the academic and commissioners high-
lighted their concerns about this element of the 
participatory ethics of project. Some commissioners 
felt that there was a tension between the co-design 
principles of the project and the constraints of the brief 
and commission. Specifically, they were unsure wheth-
er it was acceptable to recruit the research team on 
the basis of a pre-set specification for the research 
topic (alcohol harm) and research aims (gather percep-
tion data to generate policy recommendations on be-
haviour change). One resolution was to make these 
specifications transparent in the recruitment materials 
and taster sessions. An effective counter-argument was 
that many ‘professional’ academic pieces of research 
are equally constrained by funders’ specifications and 
research interests. Employing the principles of equal 
relationships meant trusting that the community 
members of the team would be able to understand and 
appreciate this reality. Minutes of the taster sessions 
show that participants had been attracted by the content 
of the brief as much as the opportunity to develop new 
skills and engage in voluntary work, and were therefore 
comfortable with the constraints of the project.  
Beyond their participation in producing the report 
of the project, the community researchers team de-
clined an offer of co-producing and co-authoring this 
academic output. Their stated reasons for this were 
that they felt their time would be more productively 
invested in the other follow-up activities such as the 
dissemination of project findings through a community 
play, new deliberative research through a citizens’ jury, 
and exploring income-generating opportunities for the 
team to work as a research consultancy. 
4.3.2. Primacy of the Method and Separation of  
Researchers and Respondent Roles 
Research team training sessions were structured to 
maintain the primacy of the method. In one session, an 
exercise to identify potential samples first drew on the 
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community researchers’ existing local knowledge of 
groups at risk or experiencing harm from alcohol, and 
then tested this against existing secondary analysis of 
local administrative health data. Their local knowledge 
was not the basis for the sample selection, but instead 
was used as a way of applying research methods train-
ing. The idea behind this was to build research skills in 
an empowering way by grounding the discussion in 
people’s existing experiential assets. All of the possible 
samples generated by the group also appeared in the 
health data as priority groups for existing alcohol harm 
(e.g. mortality rates and hospital admissions). Howev-
er, as the group reviewed the available data, they 
found that it only included adults over 18 years, and 
was based on indicators which measured harmful out-
comes rather than risk factors. A research aim was to 
identify targets for preventative work, and other data 
and intelligence held by the local government team 
also suggested that children and young people from 
this deprived neighbourhood were a high-risk group. 
Therefore, a result of the data review was an amended 
sample for the research. The sample consisted of three 
groups either currently at most risk of harm from alco-
hol, and/or where preventative early intervention 
could be effective: younger people (teenagers and 
young adults) aged between approximately 13 to 25 
years; parents of younger children; isolated and/or 
vulnerable single older people (over age 50 years). 
Another approach used to maintain scientific 
methods, given the skills and capacities of the group, 
was the use of projective techniques in the research 
instruments in the qualitative fieldwork. Projective 
techniques are broadly defined as the presentation of 
ambiguous stimuli to respondents. They include use of 
materials such as video clips, photographs, or objects 
to prompt discussion, as well as qualitative instruments 
where respondents undertake self-completion exercis-
es. The project used projective techniques in the vox 
pop interviews, postcards, and focus groups. Examples 
of the specific projective techniques included questions 
in the vox pop interviews which asked respondents to 
complete the sentences ‘Drinking is enjoyable be-
cause…’ and ‘Drinking causes harm because…’. The 
self-completion postcards requested written responses 
to an open ended question. Postcards invited people to 
‘anonymously contribute a secret about alcohol. Your 
secret can be a: regret; fear; betrayal; confession; de-
sire; or childhood humiliation. Reveal anything as long 
as it’s true’. Focus groups used photographs and imag-
es of people drinking alcohol to prompt discussion. 
Conventionally, these techniques are used because 
of their advantages in eliciting open responses from 
respondents. For the purposes of community research, 
they also had the advantage of being accessible for 
relatively inexperienced researchers. They offered a 
simplified and easy to execute set of research proto-
cols. These research instruments did not require sophis-
ticated literacy skills, or rely too heavily on individual 
researchers’ ability to phrase appropriate questions. 
Therefore, they helped to reduce the risk of incon-
sistency in the conduct of fieldwork across different 
researchers. In comparison, the in-depth semi-structured 
interviews demanded higher levels of literacy and qual-
itative research skills.  To address this, several measures 
were taken, all of which were more time- and technol-
ogy-intensive for the project.  Additional intensive re-
search skills training was completed by team members 
undertaking this method.  Interviews were conducted 
by phone, and could therefore be recorded, with the 
recording used to double-check the transcribed hand-
written notes.  Technology was arranged that allowed 
two interviewers to conduct interviews to overcome 
residual research skills and literacy issues. 
Throughout the project, the issue of the separation 
of researcher and respondent roles arose in different 
symptomatic ways. There were several ways in which 
the community researchers themselves appeared to 
drive for a clear separation of roles, and also some 
suggestions that the commissioners wanted to push 
them towards being respondents. For example, early in 
the project a seemingly minor debate in the team 
meetings was about how the researchers would identi-
fy themselves during fieldwork. A decision was reached 
by the team that all members would be referred to as 
have an institutional affiliation as ‘University of X’ re-
searchers. The community participants in particular did 
not want to be identified as local residents, but as 
researchers, and requested University-branded identi-
fication badges. Community researchers also were 
reluctant to conduct fieldwork in parts of the neigh-
bourhood closest to where they lived, as they felt their 
familiarity with the people and place could be a hin-
drance to getting good quality data, rather than a help. 
In response, fieldwork was allocated to study sites 
outside the community researchers’ immediate home 
location.  
Most crucially, initial attempts by the commission-
ers to place community researchers in the position of 
respondents were rejected by the community re-
searchers on the grounds that this would poor quality 
research, based on a small and biased sample. Their 
personal interests and motivations were to investigate 
wider community perspectives.  
It was more challenging to maintain the separation 
of roles in the later stages of the project. Despite efforts 
to focus policy discussions on the research findings and 
recommendations, the commissioning partnership was 
ambivalent, and sought to focus on the community 
researchers’ views as respondents, rather than focus-
ing on the data. Policy discussions veered between the 
content of the research report, and questions about 
the personal experiences of individual community 
researchers. This switching between anecdote and 
evidence can also be seen in policy discussions be-
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tween decision-makers and professional academic 
researchers; it is not peculiar to community research, 
but is equally problematic for policy research.  
4.3.3. Public Policy Research and Policy Engagement 
One of the challenges was to design methods that 
combined some of the features of citizen science in the 
natural sciences with research with human subjects. 
For example, inexperienced non-professional research-
ers collecting sensitive and personal data from field 
situations using easy to learn and execute protocols. In 
the alcohol research, the methodology was designed 
specifically to address this challenge. For example, the 
projective techniques were effective in eliciting further 
qualitative material of the most sensitive nature. Self-
completion postcards yielded some of the richest and 
most personal data, with in-depth accounts of child-
hood abuse, family violence, personal stigma and other 
issues. With a very simple protocol of a request to 
complete the postcard, it reduced the level of complex 
fieldwork skills needed to generate quality data on this 
topic. 
Having a commissioned project specifically aimed at 
developing policy recommendations anchored the 
research into an ongoing public policy discussion, 
which included a formal presentation of the findings 
and recommendations to the commissioners. However, 
being commissioned is no guarantee that evidence will 
be heard or used by policy-makers, as there are many 
barriers (Richardson, 2013). Additional meetings were 
held with one member of the commissioning body 
employed by the organisation which had provided 
funding for the research. These meetings, held during 
the research design stage and in the early development 
of findings resulted in the commissioner then advocat-
ing for the research to the wider group of decision-
makers inside and outside of formal meetings.  
Another strategy used by the team in the case 
study project was to test and refine draft findings with 
intended policy and practice recipients. The brief for 
the research was to develop recommendations for 
interventions by public and voluntary sector organisa-
tions. The team was directed by the client to focus on 
specific organisations that had already agreed in prin-
ciple to deliver alcohol harm reduction action plans. 
Therefore, a workshop with service providers across 
sectors was used to shape the findings into priority 
policy recommendations which were likely to find pur-
chase with the organisations that would be asked to 
implement them. It involved a group of around 25 
people who were paid professionals as well as volun-
tary practitioners from a wide range of services, includ-
ing specialist alcohol services, family services, front-line 
neighbourhood services e.g. the police and services for 
young people. The service providers included organisa-
tions in public, voluntary and community sectors. In 
the workshop participants assessed each of the re-
search findings in relation to relevance and salience to 
their work, and how effectively the issue was being 
dealt with by their service. These responses were plot-
ted using a two way matrix with each service placing 
their provision in the appropriate quadrant on a chart. 
Of the ten key findings some presented more of a chal-
lenge to existing thinking by professionals, while other 
reinforced what was already known. Reactions from 
practitioners in the workshop were that all of the find-
ings were salient, and were the basis for priorities for 
action. These stark findings on the inter-generational 
effects of alcohol harm gave added impetus to practi-
tioners already moving towards ‘whole family’ ap-
proaches rather than working separately with individual 
family members. Fresh insights from the research in-
cluded the finding that it was possible to get some 
residents in the neighbourhood to talk openly about 
sensitive and personal alcohol issues, contrary to the 
original pessimistic view of professionals that this 
would not be achievable. Recommendations arising 
from the findings were amended based on feedback 
from the workshop. 
Following this iterative process, the report and rec-
ommendations were presented by the whole team to 
the commissioners and decision-makers. They accept-
ed the longer list of recommendations for action, but 
amended the ordering of policy priorities. They also 
then agreed to invest further resources in community 
research approaches, by commissioning an adapted 
citizens’ jury-method to explore policies on health 
eating. The statutory public health organisation also 
commissioned the findings from the alcohol research 
to be made into a play, with community members as 
actors, to be performed in the locality.  
5. Conclusions 
Echoes of Lindblom and Cohen’s 1979 critique of elite 
models of research can be heard in current debates 
between different approaches to public engagement in 
science. They are framed here as a binary between the 
strengths of, and challenges for, both citizen science 
and CBPR. One key conclusion drawn is that a profes-
sional and scientific orientation to social inquiry, or in 
this case public policy research, can be retained with-
out necessarily being professionally dominated or pro-
fessionalized. Research methods and skills are tools to 
which more people outside the profession could have 
access, if we as professionals facilitate the process of 
democratization of policy research.  
An argument has been made for the implementa-
tion of three core features of a more fully integrated 
approach to public engagement in policy science: 
commitment to empowerment principles; primacy of 
the method and separation of respondent and re-
searcher roles; and direct policy orientation. How to 
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translate debates about epistemology and principles 
into practice is an area for further discussion. Expand-
ing this type of research requires other changes, includ-
ing to the infrastructure for ethical approval and peer 
review which is currently structured around the aca-
demic profession and disciplines. This is a case study 
about participatory research that has been produced 
with permission, but without participation of the origi-
nal research team. A desire to produce on peer re-
viewed journal article outputs is not necessarily shared 
with such fervour by our community and practitioner 
partners. The rest of the research team in the case 
study accepted the value of peer review as a guarantor 
of quality, and understood its reputational benefits. In 
this case, their astute recognition of a powerful aca-
demic incentive structure for publication meant they 
were able to prioritise other activities. It would be 
interesting to see what trade-offs different parties 
would have made in different circumstances. For ex-
ample, if alternative formats for academic outputs such 
as drama were more widely accepted in academia, or if 
peer review was structured differently. More broadly, 
this discussion highlighted the presumption of a hierar-
chy of outputs from research, which privileges outputs 
which are perhaps more obviously suited to the further 
academic careers and the academy, rather than 
achieve a broader set of personal or social objectives 
for those inside and outside Universities.  
Another issue is that part of the nervousness 
around PPSR-style approaches has been a sense that if 
citizens are merely research assistants rather than 
privileged respondents, then they are at risk of exploi-
tation. One attraction to commissioners of the com-
munity researchers in the alcohol project was that the 
project had fewer cash costs than a conventionally 
conducted project, with estimates of between £20,000 
and £25,000 savings in this case. Plans to generate 
salaries for the community researchers by creating a 
not-for-profit research consultancy business were 
some way off being developed. However, some of 
those who have raised the issue of ‘mass exploitation’ 
themselves agree this is a rather crude framing, and 
wish to ‘capture another side […] rarely remarked upon 
[…] strong feelings of love and appreciation between 
many citizen scientists and the [research] community 
they are serving’ (Weinstein, 2012, p. 1). 
Beyond these operational issues, the potentialities 
are unlikely to be realized in the absence of a commit-
ment by academics to a fuller integration of the princi-
ples of both empowerment of citizens, and scientific 
empirical policy research. Our starting point was the 
complex ongoing challenge of how to open up academ-
ic research to include citizens in meaningful ways. 
More needs to be done to persuade academic elites 
that policy research could and should look beyond 
academia for help in creating robust policy-relevant 
knowledge. However, well-intentioned attempts to 
recognise the value of people’s lived experience and 
experiential expertise could, perversely, reinforce the 
exclusion of citizen researchers from professionals. 
Even those who claim that academics need to 
acknowledge their own inherent biases and forms of 
‘truth’ as partial do not advocate that professional 
researchers simply rely on their own experiences for 
data. Re-visiting Lindblom and Cohen’s critique, ‘com-
mon sense’ abilities of ordinary people could also help 
them to perform research to a good standard. Citizens’ 
impulses towards ‘casual empiricism’, where they exist, 
could be directed towards more formalized empirical 
public policy research. ‘Thoughtful speculation’ is an 
analytical skill which has the potential to be trans-
formed into scientific analysis using data. In these 
ways, public participation in public policy research 
could gain expand and gain strength, without either 
losing its integrity. 
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